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House of Burgess: Net neutrality gets 
breathing room 


FCC to vote on open Internet proposal Feb. 26 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune columnist 


In Mel Brooks’ 1987 comedy “Spaceballs,” President of the Planet Spaceball 
Skroob is giving a phone interview, denying the existence of an air shortage 
on the planet. He hangs up and opens a bottom desk drawer filled with tall 
aluminum cans. He takes one out and opens it, breathing the air inside 
rapturously. On the side, the brand name: Perri-air. “Naturally sparkling, 


salt-free air,” reads the can. 


This has actually come to pass in China. 


“In an attempt to address its dangerous smog levels ... canned air is due to 
hit the streets,” reported Carol Driver of the Daily Mail March 25, 2014. 
“The bottles of air will be manufactured as part of a tourism scheme by 


authorities in the southwestern Guizhou province.” 


This is exactly what telecommunications companies would do with the 
Internet had the concept of net neutrality died. Oh, you can still have your 


precious air, but good luck breathing it. If you want that good air, pay up. 


If these enormous corporations had even the slightest chance, the Internet 
would become similarly ghettoized. Want faster speed? More data? You 


better make room in that budget of yours then. 


As I wrote in my May 14, 2014 column, “Net neutrality ... for now, anyway,” 
the Federal Communications Commission seemed set to scrap the idea of 
the Internet being charged equitably, regardless of usage. The outcry was 
tremendous. After a June 1, 2014 segment by John Oliver on HBO’s “Last 
Week Tonight,” the FCC’s website crashed just hours before the comment 


deadline, which was extended. 


“The FCC has received more than 700,000 public comments through its 
online comment forms and an email inbox set up to handle the high number 


of messages,” reported Dan Kedmey of Time July 14, 2014. 


FCC Chairman Tom Wheeler announced Feb. 4 his intentions to ask for a 
vote to regulate the Internet like a public utility under Title II of the 
Communications Act and Section 706 of the Telecommunications Act of 


1996 at the Feb. 26 open meeting. 


“An open Internet allows consumers to access the legal content and 
applications that they choose online, without interference from their 


broadband network provider,” wrote Wheeler in a Feb. 4 press release. 


President Barack Obama has been pushing for net neutrality, notably in his 
State of the Union address Jan. 20. “I intend to protect a free and open 
Internet ... so that the next generation of digital innovators and 


entrepreneurs have the platform to keep reshaping our world,” he said. 


Guatham Nagesh and Brody Mullins of The Wall Street Journal reported 
possible impropriety regarding this advocacy. “The prod from Obama came 
after an unusual, secretive effort inside The White House ... through dozens 
of meetings with online activists, Web startups and traditional 


telecommunications companies,” they reported Feb. 4. 


A letter Monday addressed to Wheeler from Sen. Ron Johnson, R-Wisconsin, 
announced a Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs 
investigation. Johnson asked Wheeler to respond to a number of questions 


by 5 p.m. Feb. 23. 


“Since the FCC is an independent agency that derives its authority from 
Congress ... it is highly concerning that The White House would seek to take 
on this level of involvement in the regulatory process of the FCC, or attempt 
to supplant completely the agency’s decision-making apparatus,” wrote 


Johnson. 


This is the second such investigation. In a letter Friday, Rep. Jason Chaffetz, 
R-Utah, chairman of the Committee on Oversight and Governmental 
Reform, asked Wheeler for a number of documents by Feb. 20. “Recent 
media reports raise concerns about the rulemaking process used by the 


FCC and the independence of the agency,” wrote Chaffetz. 


Wheeler’s proposed plan would be a major victory for the public. If this 
change benefited these companies, do you really think they’d care how 
closely Obama and Wheeler worked together on this one? Don’t be fooled: 
To paraphrase the philosopher/poet Eminem, if they thought they could get 
away with it, these corporations would put air in a bag and charge people to 


breathe. 


Rob Burgess, Tribune night editor, may be reached by calling 765-454-8577, 


via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com or on Twitter at 


twitter.com/robaburg. 


